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hesitation,  the  two  Russian armies  joined hands,   and
Napoleon seized the chance of forcing a battle.
This change of plan meant that cantonments were not
broken until August loth. Three days later Ney, who
was close behind Murat's horsemen, crossed the Dnieper
on a line extending from the south-west, and proceeded
towards Krasnoi. The ijth. was Napoleon's birthday (to
some in that heterogeneous collection it may also have
been the Feast of the Assumption), and Ney and Murat
celebrated the former event with a salute of one hundred
guns. They__ were promptly _cursed by the realistic
EmperofTor"wasting powder, but some hours later they
Bombarded Rrasnoi -without the risk of being repri-
manded. Foot and horse then smashed through the
town and routed a rear-guard of the Russians, "whose
main force retreated to Smolensk.
It was bright dawn on the iyth when a gleam of
cupolas and low-walled towers, fronted by the Dnieper,
showed the 3rd Corps to be within striking distance. A
few old guns threatened from the crazy ramparts, and
with broken ground promising well for the attack Ney
judged that a preliminary bombardment, followed by an
infantry rush, would settle the defenders. There was
more in Smolensk, however, than met the eye, and the
French attack was repulsed with heavy loss. A well-
directed bullet had taken skin from Ney's neck before he
called off the action, which ended with an exchange of
musketry between rampart and outpost.
Was this the entire Russian army covering the town,
or a powerful detachment? The Marshal made a recon-
naissance in person from a 'wooded slope commanding
a sweep of plain, with the -winding Dnieper and the
mingled haze of Smolensk as landmarks. Before his
eyes an apparently low-lying cloud on the western rim
resolved into a welter of dust, with here and there a
transient gleam picked out by the sunlight. It -was the
joint force of Barclay and Bagration, and at once the
long-expected battle appeared to Ney as a coming reality.
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